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Christiania Dreaming 
By Helen Jarvis  
 
“It is one of those places I’ve heard about since I don’t know when…the famous 
‘Freetown’ Christiania with its notorious Pusher Street. How much is real and 
how much legend I can’t tell- but there it is, on the map, in the heart of the 
Danish capital.  How can such a large unruly population build homes, raise 
families and make decisions collectively- against the grain of state laws and social 
conventions? One day, I must go to Christiania and see for myself.”  
(Helen’s diary, 1990) 
 
The impulse I harboured years ago to ‘see for myself’ Europe’s most enduring experiment in 
communal living is evidently shared by many hundreds of thousands of visitors who make 
Christiania the second most popular tourist destination in Copenhagen.  Christiania features so 
frequently in tourist guides and handbooks on communal living- from faded photographs of 
naked camping, to quirky self-built homes and crowds of people, young and old, just hanging out 
in ‘loser’s paradise’-  that first impressions can feel strangely familiar.  But this post-card 
familiarity obscures the complex reality of an inhabited community that also serves a worldwide 
web of people who wistfully dream of a place they may never get to see for themselves.  
 
Christiania exerts an extraordinarily intense and far-reaching influence, beyond its physical site, 
as an idea of freedom that captures the imagination. This is the first of many layers of 
contradictory meaning that I contemplate while walking from the Christianshavn Metro Station 
to Prinsessegade, to the entrance to Christiania and the traffic-free wild frontiers beyond. 
Appreciating what makes Christiania look and feel unique certainly offers a first layer of meaning 
and most people first learn about Christiania through a physical description of the place. There is 
that edgy prospect of novelty and provocation that evokes a heightened sense of being alive to 
new possibilities and ways of thinking differently about the future and the world.  It’s as if you’re 
tripping on super-sensory stimulation- no chemicals required.  
 
Notions of dreaming can be understood literally or metaphorically in the same way that some 
commentators insist on defining utopia in literal terms, as a fixed place or ideal state.  
Utopianism can be understood as a discursive strategy and as a method by which to unsettle 
static or derogatory stereotypes of romantic or nostalgic retreat from this world. In this sense, 
the impulse of thinking differently in and about Christiania travels the world in a transcendental 
flow of dreaming and enchantment; as a connected community of inspiration and learning. This 
helps to explain why so many non-visitors and casual visitors, without any legitimate means to 
live there, are deeply affected by it and sometimes identify with a sense of elective belonging to 
this as a spiritual home.  
 
Just as Christiania attracts huge numbers of international tourists as the best known ‘brand’ to 
promote Denmark’s progressive and liberated urban way of life, it also consciously flouts any 
semblance of formal planning and architectural norms of ‘good’ design. It is extraordinary in so 
many respects, not least the quirky assorted dwellings, some at remarkably low density, which 
give the appearance of this commune inhabiting a public art installation.  It is a very open, public 
space. The fact that a lot of day-trippers come here and enjoy the place has always been hugely 
important in negotiations with the state, as evidence of continuing curiosity and relevance as a 
social experiment. The defining claim is that there is no private land in Christiania:  it is all public 
and open to everybody.  It is certainly an odd experience, walking or cycling through what 
appears to be someone’s garden, surrounding a tiny house which looks to be scattered like a seed 
blown into the undergrowth. This historic openness now appears under threat and there are tell-
tale signs in locked doors, fences and privacy notices that some residents feel overly exposed.  
The footpaths and trails for joggers and cyclists run tight by homes which by their DIY 
structures appear flimsy and vulnerable.  Having tourists peer into your home can feel like you 
are living in a goldfish bowl or theme park.   
Recording a classic of communal living 
The story of how Christiania came into being has assumed legendary status in counter-cultural 
circles. According to the official ‘Christiania Guide’ (available to download free in English and 
Danish from the Christiania website):  
The tale starts in 1969/70, when the fence at the corner of Prinsessegade and Refshalevej 
in the quarter of Copenhagen called Christianshavn is knocked down several times by a 
group of local people to gain access to the large former military area within.  Initially this 
infringement provides a playground for the local children but once the people of 
Christianshavn get their playground, the site attracts homeless squatters. Around this 
time, the alternative newspaper Hovedbladet (Head magazine) is published with the 
headline: ‘emigrate with bus number 8’. The article tells about the abandoned military 
installations at Badmandsstræde Barracks, and includes lots of ideas for the use of the 
area- not least to house the great number of young people who cannot find anywhere to 
live. The result is the influx of people who want to create another life based on 
communal living and freedom, and thus Christiania is born – on the 26th September 1971 
(Christiania Guide 2006: 3).  
Versions of this story have been told at festivals and at political rallies over the intervening years 
and the headline trends have been published in national media and tourist magazines. This origin 
story has evolved through re-interpretation and the reality that there are many competing ‘truths’ 
about Christiania. Missing from the ‘official’ legacy, for instance, is the key role of Jacob 
Ludvigsen the young editor of Hovedbladet who coined the ‘emigrate with bus 8’ slogan, named 
the ‘freetown’ Christiania and co-authored Christiania’s original manifesto.  Ludvigsen faded 
from the story after he abandoned the site in 1972, disillusioned by the absence of order in 
common meetings.  He is widely reported to have said that ‘to live outside the law you must be 
honest’.  This paraphrased line from a Bob Dylan song criticised the observed lawlessness 
among self-interested criminal groups.  This song-line and the ‘emigrated with bus 8’ slogan 
frequently crop up in the networks and flows of utopian dreaming that communicate wistful 
yearning to transmit the spirit of Christiania to other sites and societies elsewhere.  
 
The guided tour 
Walking through the main entrance on Prinsessegade, the first-time visitor will notice a boldly 
inscribed overhead wooden sign that claims “You are now leaving the European Union”. This 
marks the start of their journey into a liminal ‘betwixt and between’ place that defies 
conventional census categories: the built environment is neither planned by experts nor entirely 
unplanned; the landscape is neither urban nor rural- it is not in any sense agricultural, as might 
otherwise be expected of such a green oasis; the world-famous Christiania ‘brand’ makes money 
for the common purse, and numerous entrepreneurial creative industries thrive here, but in a 
local economy that is consciously stripped of commercial logos and the trappings of global 
capital. As a Freetown, Christiania has its own flag (three yellow dots on a red background) and, 
since 1997, its own local currency. The custom-made Løn coin can be used in 50 or so shops, 
eating places, music venues and businesses- ranging from bicycle repairs to recycled ovens- that 
spring up in the most unlikely corners of this public space.  
 
While this counter-cultural settlement boasts many recognised features of Denmark’s 
paradigmatic model of progressive and convivial public life, including traffic-free green 
landscape, its ‘junkyard’ aesthetic of unexpected magical encounters defies any blue-print that 
planners or policy makers would regard relevant to learn from.  The Danish landscape architect 
Carl Theodor Sørenson coined the term ‘Junk Playground’ in 1931 in recognition of what he 
saw, from children playing on building sites and wasteland, as the creative benefits children 
gained from having autonomy to dream up their own place in the world.  The vision of 
Christiania as an autonomous space for those excluded from the mainstream (whether by 
income or life-choice) echoes a similar appreciation.  
 
From the outset the unspoken rule was that buildings were to be adapted rather than torn down 
and this shaped the aesthetic that exists today.  When the Bådsmandsstræde Barracks site was 
first occupied there were approximately 150 existing buildings, including the rare, half-timbered, 
Commanders House (Fredens Ark), 17th and 18th century powder magazines on the bastians,  a 
large indoor riding arena (Den grå hal) and a smaller riding house (Den grønne hal). These 
historic buildings, which now have conservation status with the National Heritage Agency, were 
unused and very run-down when squatters took up residence in 1971.  The following years saw 
the original buildings incrementally modified and upgraded and approximately 175 new buildings 
added.  By 1975, the resident population was 850-900, similar to what it is today. From its early 
days, do-it-yourself home construction, renovation and maintenance reflected two potentially 
colliding extremes of Danish society. On the one hand was an experimental, constantly evolving, 
entrepreneurial quest for freedom- flere fristeder (more free space): a retreat from authority, 
individualism, private ownership and mass market merchandise. On the other hand was a 
yearning for authentic being-and-belonging- hygge: broadly translated as simple, natural and ‘cosy’.  
In mainstream society, hygge is typically manifest in a café culture of shared snacks and a home 
décor involving the selection and display of boutique candles. Beyond this ‘look’, the intention is 
to evoke a timeless release from hypermodernity.  In Christiania, this intention is interpreted 
ideologically, as a project of moral, ecological achievement; making a home, literally, from 
salvaged materials and time-honoured craft skills.  Self-build is a way of reclaiming from ‘experts’ 
and ‘commerce’ the intimate significance of habitation.  Whereas the junkyard playground ethos 
is best interpreted as the absence of order, there is parallel evidence of exquisite care and craft 
skill- where qualities of hygge are celebrated in the local culture of home-making. Christiania flouts 
not only urban policies but also social and material conventions. 
 
Over time Christiania has come to be organised into 14 discrete areas.  While the casual observer 
is unlikely to differentiate between the local identities of each, the intimidating local reputation of 
Pusher Street is an exception: it occupies a tiny fraction of this 85 acre site and yet it is the one 
discrete area that visitors never fail to identify.  At the same time they will struggle to navigate 
the looping footpaths and eclectic jumble of characterful buildings, many of them blending in 
with the untamed natural landscape. The disorienting absence of street lighting and road signs 
leads many to rely on resident guides to help them locate famous architectural curiosities such as 
the Bananhuset (Banana House), the Glass House, the Pagoda and a tiny house resembling a 
recently landed UFO that is nestled among the reeds at the water’s edge of the lake. Without a 
local guide, following directions to a particular landmark is like reciting a fairy-tale riddle: “turn 
right at the willow thicket, up by the rope swing, look for a pirate ship and there you’ll find the 
hot potato”. For the 850 or so adults and children who inhabit Christiania and the smaller 
proportion who undertake community jobs (e.g. bakery, gardening, laundry, machine hall) for 
which they are allocated a common wage, the way that the Common Purse and collective aspects 
of the Freetown are mediated through discrete local areas is highly significant.  
 
Dealing in dreams and doing deals with the state  
Christiania continued to operate outside the legal framework for 40 years until February 2011 
when the Danish state proposed a ‘take it or leave it’ deal in which residents were obliged to buy 
the land and original buildings that they had illegally occupied. For a community fiercely opposed 
to the idea of private property and ownership this was a fraught decision. Ultimately the deal was 
accepted by claims that to purchase the land as a collective Christiania would be protected from 
any individual or corporate entity being able to control or sell it in the future. The idea was for 
Christiania to ‘buy itself free of speculation’ as a common resource for ‘everybody and nobody’. 
This way Christiania could remain largely intact, even as it was forced to accept the same 
planning regulations and building controls as for the rest of Danish society. While this brought 
to a close a legendary tale of struggles with all manner of state authorities, new conflicts have 
emerged between pusher enclaves and artist and activist areas.   
 
On 1st July 2012 the Christiania Foundation was created to purchase the land and buildings for 
125 million Danish Kr. (16.8 million Euros).  Deductions were made to compensate for the 
renovation and maintenance of the water, sewers, electricity, rights of ways and the rural open 
spaces that Christianites agreed to undertake. Of the final sum of 52 million DKK, 46 million 
DKK came from a collective mortgage and 6 million came from the sale of the so-called 
‘Peoples Christiania Share’ (Folkeaktie). It was the conscious intention that this crowd-funding 
source of donations (the shares are symbolic and have no economic value) would reach out to 
the many hundreds of thousands of people around the world who hold cherished memories and 
dreams of Christiania.  In the first 30 months this emotional connection raised 11.2 million 
DKK representing one seventh of the 76 million DKK sum required.   
 
It remains a moot point whether the deal that was struck was favourable to all or some 
Christianites and if it preserved or betrayed the original idea and spirit of the ‘Christiania way’.  
Before accepting the deal, the community closed its public entrances to engage in 4 days of 
profound soul-searching (from 27th to 30th April 2011).  Whether or not the closure was 
symbolic, to demonstrate what Copenhagen would lose if Christiania were to become a private 
‘gated community’, or whether it afforded time and peace in which to contemplate the latest 
state ultimatum, opinion remained deeply divided.   Notwithstanding its radically democratic 
form of consensus decision-making, Christiania is shot through with unresolved conflict.  For 
example, a small minority of residents argued vociferously for normalization to make it possible 
for individuals to buy their own homes.   Others expressed Christiania’s frustration with the 
state’s ultimatum through an interpretive dance. 
 
Enchantment 
It is one thing to visit Christiania and to witness and challenge first-hand the stories that circulate 
about this place.  It is quite another to gain an insider perspective.  I am fortunate to have lived 
here for a short time in 2010 and again in 2011 during the extraordinary celebrations for 
Christiania’s 40th birthday, hosted by the Christiania Researcher in Residence (CRIR) initiative.  I 
lived for several weeks with my daughter in the cosy CRIR house (a small wagon built into the 
side of the lakeside ramparts) in the Mælkebøtten (Dandelion) area. Being embedded in the 
rhythm of  the place encouraged deeper reflection and more enduring relationships to form 
(mothering alongside other mothers) than would be possible as a complete outsider. We attended 
public festivals, such as Christiania’s ‘alternative’ Grundlovsdag (Constitution Day), as well as a 
more intimate community fund-raising event at the Operaen. It felt natural to assume the slow 
pace and parochial scale in our daily routines: cycling the length and breadth of the site; shopping 
for groceries at the Indkøbscentralen and Grønsagen; frequenting the community cafes and 
eating-places- getting to know people and getting ourselves known.  From living as a resident I 
reacted with thinly veiled horror whenever anyone claimed to know and represent the place from 
a fleeting experience.  From living as a resident I could appreciate multiple, ambivalent, liminal 
qualities to the social organisation and cultural identity that would prevent me ever claiming to 
know it.   
The CRIR initiative encouraged me to look beyond any fixed site or visible landmark for 
Christiania’s place in the world of travelling ideas and inspiration. Belief  that Christiania is 
relevant and important as a field of  interest beyond the site it occupies galvanized a group of  
Christianites, ex-Chrstianites and associated scholars to launch the Christiania Researcher in 
Residence (CRIR) programme in 2004. They were motivated by an understanding that 
Christiania’s future depended on support and understanding both from other Danes and from 
outside of Denmark.  Christiania’s history is a long and tangled tale of struggles, not only with 
the Danish state but also with property developers who circle this prime real estate like sharks.  
It also reflects years of active and creative cultural production and efforts to ‘reach out’ and 
engage with the wider world.  CRIR is one of many hubs of activity such the culture group of 
Kulturforening which organizes regular exchange visits and conferences with the cultural quarter 
of Ruigoord in Amsterdam, the idea being to develop and expand Christiania values around the 
world. A similar impulse prompted squatter activists living in AKC Metelkova, an autonomous 
social centre in the middle of Ljubljana, Slovenia, to undertake a similar cultural exchange. AKC 
Metelkova shares many similarities with Christiania because it too is an occupied site of former 
military barracks. Similarly, artists representing the Gängeviertel (12 occupied houses of 
Hamburg) were motivated by a shared experience of informal urbanism to learn more about 
Christiania by living in the CRIR house while curating an exhibition on squatting in the art 
gallerty (Galloperiet) in 2013.   
 
Networks and flows of dreaming, enchantment and critical utopian thinking 
By recognising the networks and flows of dreaming and enchantment, connections are made 
between the imagined, enacted ‘inspiration’ of Christiania and the experience and enchantment 
of living there or witnessing first-hand what this might be like. This approach begins to reclaim a 
dynamic process from the static notion of utopia more frequently used as a pejorative term of 
naïve idealism. It  considers the function of utopian dreaming as a way of unsettling and 
challenging the dominant culture of the day, uncovering processes that are already entailed in 
experimentation. Existential quests coexist with a narrower utopia in political discourse.  By 
emphasising a utopian method of  thinking about resistance and yearning, a more nuanced and 
situated understanding of  what it entails to live together in community emerges. It shows how 
these experiences can change the world in ordinary, unknown and unexpected ways. 
 
  
Crucially, understanding Christiania’s place in the world is complicated by multiple spheres of  
influence.  On the one hand, Christiania is peculiarly rooted in the messy, fleshy territory of  
‘living together’ in a way that activist social movements are not.  Living for a while in the CRIR 
house I experienced profound reluctance to step out of  this bubble existence. On the other 
hand, the ‘Christiania effect’ can be described in magical terms, as an embodied and enacted 
spirit that transcends a territorial place. It can arouse a sense of enchantment that many visitors 
hold and carry with them into subsequent encounters.  This evokes the transformational impact 
attributed to intentional communities and autonomous societies elsewhere. In the UK, for 
instance, feminist activists who lived for a time at the anti-nuclear peace camp of Greenham 
Common in the 1980s reported that they ‘carried the spirit of Greenham home’ such that shared 
experience of collective action permanently altered the way they viewed the world.  
 
The concept of ‘hygge’ has been used to draw attention to the mutuality, conviviality and 
tolerance that make Christiania ‘difficult to leave’ and ‘a good life to live’ for parents with young 
children in particular. There is evidence that this mode of living shields Christiania from the 
hectic pace and brashness of the outside world, emphasising instead an intimate scale of shared 
space and collective care.  The question remains; what lessons are there here for planners and 
environmentalists wishing to cultivate mutuality and conservation in mainstream urban public 
space?  How is it that Christiania can provide a place for people to make their own home, where 
Copenhagen pointedly does not; those people who do not ‘fit’ or whose unpaid caring work goes 
unrewarded?   Asking these questions does highlight the need to unravel processes of utopian 
thinking from opposing forces of unintended conflict- notably between pushers, artists and 
activists, each enacting their own version of the Christiania dream.  
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